
Introduction

The European Union is experiencing one of the worst crises in its

history.
1

The ongoing crisis of, in particular, some member-states in

the Eurozone has called into question not only the future develop-

ment of the single currency and the European economy, but the pro-

ject of European integration as a whole, as Lehmann (in a forthco-

ming publication) has argued.

Yet, what has been less explored in the related literature has been the

impact of the crisis on the future of other schemes of regional integra-

tion. The aim of this paper is to explore how the crisis of the European

Union is impacting attempts to establish and develop regional inte-
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gration in Latin America which, according to Malamud (2012;

2013), is the region which not only has the most complex web of inte-

grationist schemes in the world but also where the concept of regio-

nalism is in a deep crisis. The question to be answered by this paper,

therefore, is whether and to what extent the European crisis has con-

tributed to the apparent crisis of Latin American regionalism. In do-

ing so, the paper will also test the validity of the argument put forward

by some, such as Seco (2011), that the European crisis has undermi-

ned the possibility of the “European model” being exported to other

regions of the world, in our case, South America, now or in, at least,

the foreseeable future, as has occurred in the past.

Based on a review of the existing literature and interviews with key

players from the Brazilian government, the European Union and

Brazilian industry, it will be argued that the crisis which the Europe-

an Union is currently experiencing may be a contributing factor to

the problems faced by South American regionalist schemes, but it

has not been – based on the research done so far – the principal factor.

The main factors, it will be shown, can be found in the region itself

and in the particular circumstances in which regionalism in South

America occurs.
2

The paper will clarify what are the key factors for the current problems

of South American regionalism, what these problems mean in terms of

political action, and what can be done to overcome these problems,

where the European Union and its current problems can, in fact, play

some part. Finally, areas for further research will be outlined.

1. The Historical Context:

The European Union as a

Model for Integration in

South America

As shown by Williamson (2009), there is a long-standing and, in

many ways, obvious political and economic connection between
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South America and Europe. Two of the European Union’s members

were the principal colonizers of South America. Economically, the

European market has long been one of the most important, alongside

the United States, markets for South American products.
3

The importance of the European market for South America has a sig-

nificant impact on how the European Union is seen in the region, both

in economic, political and ideological terms. For instance, according

to one minister in the Brazilian foreign office (Itamaraty), “in terms

of a common market, the European Union is a [great example]. How

this group of so many countries with [so many differences] managed

to create a common market which actually works is something very

special, the only one [of its kind] which exists”.
4

A senior representa-

tive of Brazil industry agrees: “The European Union [for us] is seen

as something desirable, it is […] a premium market”.
5

The economic importance of the European Union for the region –

and the generally held view that the European Union and its single

market have been a success – has also had a significant political im-

pact. According to Malamud and Gardini (2012, p. 121), “the sha-

dow projected by the European model [has] imbued into most regio-

nal leaders the idea that anything short of integration is a political fai-

lure […].” This, almost inevitably, led to attempts to “copy” the Euro-

pean experience, bearing in mind that “the marketplace of ideas re-

garding it is substantially limited to one successful source, the EU”

(MALAMUD, 2012, p. 181).

This ideological component grew significantly in importance on

both the South American and the European sides as a tool for promo-

ting regional integration. According to Ruiz (2006, p. 14), the liberal

model promoted by the European Union, especially since the end of

the Cold War, “was the ideological basis of the new Latin American

regionalism […]”. The EU itself made the promotion of this kind of

regionalism part of its “governance package” and “inter-regiona-
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lism” one of the “foundations of its foreign policy” (BÖRZEL;

RISSE, 2009, p. 10). Picard et al. (2009, p. 7) agree, arguing that the

EU “presents itself to the world as an example of integration with po-

sitive social effects for its peoples: a democratically and socially me-

aningful integration.”

During the 1990s, therefore, the European Union became “both a

model and a partner for a new wave of regional organizations [in

South America]” (MALAMUD, 2013, p. 1). It did so in both econo-

mic and political terms, promoting the opening up of markets, as well

as promoting democracy, respect for human rights etc. In fact, this

policy was in no way restricted to that particular region becoming,

instead, a global strategy, as Cameron (2010) has shown. The EU it-

self has stated that its aim was “to share the European experience

with interested parties”, as the Commission of the European Union

(2004) put it.

Yet, it is also worth pointing out that some commentators have al-

ways argued that the European Union embarked on this kind of “mis-

sion” for far more than altruistic reasons. Economically, there are ob-

vious benefits for the European Union to promote the opening up of

emerging markets like those of South America, with its growing con-

sumer base. At the same time, politically, the EU “promotes similar

entities to itself as a way to legitimize itself” (SECO, 2011, p. 3). In

other words, the argument is that the European Union does not pro-

mote regionalism for purely normative reasons but does so, also, out

of clearly-defined self-interest.

Without doubt, the EU has, especially since the end of the Cold War,

tried to promote its political role and underlined its success in crea-

ting and maintaining peace and stability both among its member sta-

tes and within its immediate neighborhood as one of its principal

achievements, as Dinan (2004), amongst others, has argued. In fact,

as Manners (2008) has shown, the European Union has always had a
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strong moral and ethical dimension during its entire existence. Signi-

ficantly, this role of the EU was explicitly recognized when the orga-

nization received the 2012 Nobel Peace Prize, recognition which un-

doubtedly was useful to it in terms of promoting and preserving its

political legitimacy, as Lehmann (2012) has argued.

Thus, there seems to be no doubt that the European Union has – at le-

ast during parts of its history – both served – and promoted itself – as

a model and an inspiration for integration, be it in South America or

elsewhere. Looking specifically at South America, however, this le-

ads to two critical questions: Has it worked and has the present crisis

of the European Union had any kind of impact on regionalism in

South America?

2. Model Europe and the

Crisis of Regionalism in

South America (I):

Structural Factors

There is common agreement between commentators and political le-

aders that the current crisis of the European Union has had some im-

pact on its ability to “sell” its model to other regions as one to follow.

As Cameron (2010, p. 4) states, “[t]here is no doubt that the current

crisis [of the EU] has affected the European Union as a model for re-

gional integration.” Ruiz (2006, p. 14) agrees but goes further, ar-

guing that the model which the EU has been promoting – basically

trade liberalization, democracy etc. – is “currently in crisis in many

countries of [South America].” One senior EU diplomat interviewed

for this research and currently based in the region admitted that, in

view of the crisis, the EU”s “impact outside Brussels is rather limi-

ted”.
6

Another one stated that the EU historically was “not very good

at selling itself” and that the current crisis had made that problem

even worse.
7
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Critically, this crisis of the “European model” comes at a time when

South American regionalism is also passing through what many

commentators have called a crisis. For instance, in relation to perhaps

the best-known of South American integration schemes,

MERCOSUL, one analyst remarked to the author that the organizati-

on “only still exists because the costs of keeping it going are lower

than the costs of closing it down”.
8

Malamud and Gardini (2012) as-

ked whether regionalism in South America “has peaked”, whilst, in a

separate article, Malamud (2012, p. 178) observed that

[…] 20 years after its foundation, the common

market of the south, MERCOSUR, has failed

to meet its declared goals. Far from being a

common market, and not yet a customs union,

– or even a fully-fledged free trade zone –, it

has neither deepened nor enlarged. Remar-

kably, all other regionalist projects in Latin

America fare even worse.

Other commentators have made similar observations with Dabène

(2009, p. 3) arguing that regionalism in South America has been

“unstable and, according to ‘Europeanized’ common sense, unsuc-

cessful.” One diplomat of the European Union went further, stating

that, both in relation to South America in particular and more gene-

rally, “multilateralism is in deep trouble” with “negative consequen-

ces” for schemes of regional integration.
9

Bearing all of this in mind, it is important to ask whether there is a

connection between the current crisis of “model Europe” and the cur-

rent crisis of regionalism in South America.

Why, then, is there a crisis of South American regionalism? One can

start by looking at some of the strategic problems in the region.

The first problem encountered when discussing South American re-

gionalism are the basic disagreements between countries in the regi-
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on about what regionalism is actually for. In the economic sphere, for

much of the first wave of regionalism, the aim was one of protecting a

particular region from outside competition. This so-called “closed

regionalism” aimed at insulating regions from outside competition,

pursuing, for instance, strategies of import-substitution as a way of

ensuring economic growth and self-sustainability.
10

This approach

changed during the second wave from the 1990s onwards, when regi-

onalism was seen as a way of promoting exports and opening up ot-

her markets. Following the example of the European Single Market

Project, both MERCOSUL and UNASUL formulated similar aims,

as Malamud (2012; 2013) has shown.

Yet, this change towards “open regionalism” of the “European type”

has never been uncontested among the countries in the region. As

commentators such as Maihold (2009) have pointed out, protectio-

nist measures from one government or other are still common and na-

tional attitudes towards free regional trade change frequently, depen-

ding often on the whims of populist presidents responding to domes-

tic situations or pressures. In fact, all those interviewed for this rese-

arch identified this as a key problem for South American regiona-

lism.

This general problem can be exemplified by looking at how it is spe-

cifically manifest at the present time. According to the EU official in-

terviewed, the tendency towards populism in the region has always

been a problem and, currently, in this respect, “Argentina is a big

worry”,
11

a claim independently made also by the minister of the

Brazilian government and the representative of Brazilian industry.

Linked to this are profound ideological differences between the

countries of the region which, depending on one’s point of view,

make the strengthening of regionalism, at best, very difficult and, at

worst, impossible. As Seco (2011, p. 12) has argued – in this case

specifically in relation to the Andean Community – these differences
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mean that few shared interests exist between member states, political

disputes are common whilst a lack of trust between member states le-

ads to weak political institutions and the non-implementation of de-

cisions that have been made. Such problems, according to the minis-

ter, are commonplace, also because of the fact that “policies oscillate

a lot [from government to government and over time] in [some sta-

tes].”
12

Finally in this respect, and linked to the above, it is also crucial that

regionalism in South America has, generally speaking, had very little

to do with attempts at “region building”. For instance, there are pro-

found differences between South American countries about their re-

lationship to the region termed “Latin America”. Whilst this is appa-

rently clear to outside observers, and indeed to several South Ameri-

can countries, it has, for centuries, had little resonance in Brazil, as

Bethell (2010) has shown, pointing to a number of cultural and social

differences, as well as a significantly different strategic outlook in

political terms.

The consequence of these issues being unresolved is that there are

few – or no – shared objectives between the countries of the region in

relation to regionalism. As Phillips and Prieto (2011) have shown,

the proliferation of regional schemes in the region, therefore, does

not represent strength but exposes the weakness of South American

regionalism. It is a response to a particular problem at a particular

time rather than the result of longer-term strategic thinking, leading

to “[o]verlaping regionalism [but] no integration”, as Malamud

(2013) put it.

One can illustrate these problems perfectly by looking at one of Bra-

zil’s more ambitious plans, the establishment of UNASUL – the uni-

on of South American states – developed by the then Brazilian presi-

dent, Lula. Created in 2008, it brings together 12 Latin American

countries and aims, amongst other things, to establish a common
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market amongst its member states, enhance cooperation on matters

of defense policy, develop a common approach to South American

infrastructure projects as well as other issues, such as health policy.
13

Yet, despite these often grandiose aims, the overall impact of

UNASUL has been limited. Apart from disputes about specific issu-

es, such as the plan to establish American military bases in Colom-

bia, there have been far broader disagreements about the overall ob-

jectives of UNASUL. For Brazil’s foreign ministry, Itamaraty, the

objectives of UNASUL are the “strengthening of political dialogue

between member states and the deepening of regional integration”,

as The Economist (LULA…, 2009) has stated. Yet, what that preci-

sely means in practice has been a source of continuous disagreement

and debate among the member states. For instance, while Chile has

been quite specific in stating that it sees UNASUL primarily as an

instrument for strengthening social inclusion, as well as furthering

infrastructure development and ensuring a continuous energy

supply, Bolivia sees in UNASUL a chance to create a “union of peo-

ples”, whatever that may mean in practice. While some see South

American integration as a pragmatic way of furthering economic and

political interests, others, such as former Venezuelan president Hugo

Chavez, talked about the organization in ideological terms

(LULA…, 2009).

In many ways, this underlines the problem of a lack of trust between

the region’s governments, a fact crystallized by looking in more deta-

il at the current state of the other major integration scheme launched

by Brazil, MERCOSUL and its recent decision to admit Venezuela as

a full member. Having initially applied to join in 2006, Venezuela’s

accession to the block was ratified by Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay

but was held up by Paraguay. Yet, the suspension of Paraguay in 2012

for supposedly breaching the “democracy clause” of MERCOSUL

in the impeachment process against the then president Fernando

Lugo, allowed for the other members to wave through Venezuela’s
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entry. This has led Paraguay to threaten legal proceedings against the

move once its suspension is lifted.
14

Leaving aside the legality or otherwise of the process, the whole epi-

sode illustrates that even 20 years of integration efforts have not led to

a relationship of trust between South America’s political leaders. Ho-

wever, such political trust is a critical and key foundation for any ins-

titutional progress, since integration efforts in the region are almost

exclusively dependent on progress agreed between presidents, “pre-

sidentialism” being the principal modus operandi for Latin Ameri-

ca’s regional groupings, lacking, as they do, a strong, resilient and re-

asonably autonomous institutional and political structure.
15

The above discussion and examples do not even begin to touch on

some of the other key strategic issues around which South American

regionalism has been based but about which little agreement exists.

One such issue is the relationship between the region and its powerful

northern neighbor, the United States.

The United States has had a long-standing political interest in the re-

gion, as exemplified by the Monroe Doctrine.
16

That the U.S. should

have an important role is hardly surprising, bearing in mind its politi-

cal and economic importance to the region. Yet, this involvement has,

over time, led to widely different reactions from its southern neigh-

bors, both inspiring and hindering regional integration projects. In

simple terms, the relationship with the United States has been one of

the key wedge issues whenever Latin American countries have

thought about and constructed regional integration. For some, regio-

nal integration has been used as an instrument to insulate Latin Ame-

rica from the influence of the United States, seeing it as one way of

gaining leverage over the continental superpower and, therefore, res-

cuing or recovering some of its own autonomy and independence.

For other countries over time, integration has been seen as a way of

ensuring American influence, binding the participant countries into
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the American bloc and therefore enjoying the ensuing advantages,

for instance in terms of security but also in terms of commerce. Often

these competing aims of objectives in relation to North America have

led to severe tension within and between Latin American countries.
17

To complicate matters further, the positions of Latin American coun-

tries in relation to the United States have changed over time, with Ve-

nezuela once again providing an excellent example. From being one

of the most reliable U.S. allies during the Cold War, the country today

represents the most strident opponent of U.S. influence, seeing regio-

nalism precisely as one instrument to keep the United States at bay.

Such strident positions are in stark contrast with the far more prag-

matic approaches adopted by countries such as Brazil or Chile.
18

Looking at the above, it seems difficult to argue that it is the crisis of

the European Union which has led to the current state of affairs in

South American regionalism. In simple terms, even if one took away

the EU crisis, the factors mentioned above would still exist, as the mi-

nister interviewed for this article admitted, though in a slightly diffe-

rent way: “[Our context] is very different to that of Europe [so that]

the European Union model [would not be] very easy to copy”.
19

However, this is not to say that there are no connections or similariti-

es between the current EU crisis and that faced by South American

regional institutions. In very basic terms, what the above shows in re-

lation to South America and what Lehmann (in a forthcoming publi-

cation) has shown in relation to the European Union, is that neither is

currently able to act coherently because neither knows exactly for

what they are undertaking regional integration. Neither, in other

words, has an answer to the question what does regionalism actually

mean, whether in political or in economic terms. In fact, one senior

EU official argued that it was necessary, first, to solve the current cri-

sis, and then “define our [new] strategic objectives”, arguing essenti-

ally that the two things were separate.
20

In defining these problems as
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separate and sequential, the official actually comes close to one of the

problems identified by the representative of Brazilian industry for

South American regionalism already mentioned above: lack of stra-

tegic thinking: “[The region] thinks short-term”, which also explains

the proliferation of many regionalist schemes.
21

These strategic problems are compounded by a number of specific

contemporary factors which will now be explored.

3. Model Europe and the

Crisis of Regionalism in

South America (II):

Contemporary Factors

It would be a mistake to look at the strategic factors mentioned above

in isolation. As I hope to show now, in many ways, these factors are

shaped by – and sustained by – some of the key contemporary deve-

lopments in the region.

The first of these developments is the relatively positive economic si-

tuation in most, though by no means all, states in the region. In parti-

cular, this trend can be observed in the region’s most powerful

country, Brazil, which has enjoyed more than a decade of almost con-

tinuous economic growth.

This has had three significant consequences: First, a change in relati-

on to the perceived benefits of regionalism in general which, in turn,

meant a decline in the importance of the EU as a model for, especi-

ally, economic integration. Second, a perception – and a push for –

increased political influence on the global stage and, linked to this,

thirdly, growing discord between regional governments, especially

between Brazil and some of its partners.

In relation to the first aspect, the relative economic success of the re-

gion over recent years – even in the absence of highly-developed re-
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gional schemes – has led to a questioning of the necessity of such

schemes. As Del Arenal (2009) has pointed out, the lack of a regional

economic crisis has meant that there has been a lack of urgency in re-

lation to the furthering of regionalism. As such, the importance of the

already existing blocs naturally diminishes.

This is not to say, however, that there have been no regional crises and

discord, even in the economic sphere. For instance, whilst countries

like Brazil or Chile have powered ahead economically until recently,

others, such as Venezuela or Argentina have, in fact, faced economic

stagnation or decline. As a consequence, other countries and regions

have increasingly focused their attention on those “successful” coun-

tries, to the detriment of truly regional strategies since, at least accor-

ding to some, “it is clear that the priority for Europe is its own econo-

mic interest and not regional integration” (PICARD et al. 2009, p.

19).

There is thus a twin and self-reinforcing process of economic and po-

litical divergence within and between the countries of the region,

with significant consequences for the relationships between them.

This can be illustrated by looking a little more closely at Argentina

and Brazil.

All those interviewed for this research pointed out that Argentina

currently represents a serious problem. Beset by a weak economy

and high inflation, the country has actively sought to shield its eco-

nomy from outside influences, with significant consequences for re-

gional integration. As the representative of Brazilian industry put it,

there are currently “ideological differences [which] make things dif-

ficult” in terms of regionalism. Importantly, though, these ideologi-

cal divergences are often the result “of purely internal factors”, ac-

cording to the interviewee.
22

The impact of this divergence is not

only practical, but also political in that “it sends out a bad image”

with respect to being able to “do business in and with the region”.
23
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Yet, the “internal factors” referred to above are crucial to understan-

ding one of the key factors that is currently blocking progress to-

wards more regional integration. In very simplified terms, according

to all interviewees, Argentina cannot be seen to cede more ground to

Brazil at a time when Brazil is actively seeking a regional leadership

role and when, there is certainly the perception of increased political

influence, or, in the words of Michael Shifter (2012), “growing

self-confidence and prominence in global affairs” in Brazil. This gro-

wing self-confidence has had significant political consequences.

Apart from continuing to push for a permanent seat in the UN Secu-

rity Council, the country has played a prominent role within the G20

Group, has increased its participation in UN peacekeeping missions,

particularly in Haiti, has had a leading role in negotiations within the

context of the WTO, and has been a prominent proponent of the

BRICS group of countries of emerging economies.

However, noticeably, the instruments through which the aim of a lar-

ger political role is being pursued have changed. From being one of

the key promoters of regionalism, recently the country has followed a

more unilateral path, as evidenced by its reaction to the military coup

in Honduras in 2009, when the government allowed deposed Presi-

dent Zelaya to stay in its embassy. Lula’s successor, Rousseff, has ge-

nerally not been a great promoter of regionalism, but rather has char-

ted a more independent course, as Rothkopf (2012) has shown. Regi-

onal mechanisms are being ignored in favor of individual solutions, a

process aided by the extremely weak – often non-existent – instituti-

onal structures of the overlapping regional institutions created to deal

with just such issues.
24

Ironically, the weakness of the regional structures is reinforced by the

growing instability of some countries. In Venezuela, for instance, the

death of President Chavez and the subsequent disputed election has

added to the uncertainty already stoked by tensions over the govern-

ment’s interpretation of the constitution in relation to presidential
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succession, with accusations being made that certain key constitutio-

nal provisions are simply being ignored in order to ensure the conti-

nuation of “Chavistas” in power. Add to this, serious economic pro-

blems such as rampant inflation, and the scenario which presents it-

self is one of growing instability.
25

Taking into account all these issues, it perhaps should come as little

surprise that there is growing political discord between the countries

in the region. This has already been illustrated above by briefly loo-

king at the resistance in Argentina to further regional integration so

as to – amongst other things – not cede more political influence to

Brazil. Yet, it would be unfair to single out Argentina as the only

country which is uncomfortable with Brazil’s rise. Brazil’s rise, and

subsequent increasingly bi-lateral approach to foreign policy and

economics, “has been the cause of regional dispute”, according to Pi-

card et al. (2009, p. 19, my emphasis). Malamud (2013, p. 57) agrees,

arguing that “it is not hard to discern spreading resentment amongst

Brazil’s South American neighbors – a natural product of increa-

singly unequal power manifest in the continent”.

This perception has only accelerated the fragmentation of South

American regionalism. As shown above, such fragmentation shows

itself primarily through the proliferation of often overlapping sche-

mes of regionalism but is also shown by the myriad of justifications

used by countries to explain their participation in often various regio-

nalist schemes.

This process can be perfectly illustrated by looking at MERCOSUL.

As Malamud (2012, p. 182) has summarized:

For Brazil the bloc has become an instrument

to administer its relations with Argentina, long

considered the only country important for Bra-

zil and to which Brazil is also important.

Symmetrically, Mercosur’s main function for

Argentina is now to bind Brazil and prevent it
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from making unilateral decisions or going glo-

bal alone. For Paraguay Mercosur is not an op-

tion but a doom (paraphrasing Celso Lafer,

who once said that, for Brazil, the FTAA was

an option while Mercosur was destiny): it is

unavoidable – as exclusion costs would be hig-

her than pennanence – though not necessarily

good. In the case of Uruguay, exclusion costs

and political inertia explain the decision to stay

in the bloc, although in this case the ruling coa-

lition’s ideology also plays a role.

However, even within the context of this one organization, considerati-

ons are currently shifting again, both in response to the factors already

outlined above, and in response to the weakness of the organizations

themselves: Paraguay, for instance, recently indicated that it was in no

hurry to re-join MERCOSUL, after having been invited to do so.
26

There is thusconsiderable tension which undermines the process of

regionalism in South America: On the one hand, there is a growing

sense of confidence within the region, a belief that the region is fi-

nally shaking off its culture of dependency and deference, be it to the

United States or “the West” in general. This growing confidence has

led to a re-evaluation of the merits or otherwise of regional integrati-

on, with the general conclusion being that “regionalism is out, sove-

reignty is back in”, as Malamud (2012) put it.

On the other hand, many of the problems which have plagued the re-

gion over the decades have still not been resolved, whether strategic

in nature or particular to a specific country, leading some to argue that

the region is “not ready for primetime” (CASTAÑEDA, 2010). As

such, many of the issues that gave rise to regional initiatives over the

years are still present, but the interpretation made by governments

about them and how best to tackle them have changed. The context in

which these issues are seen and addressed has changed and acquired

different dynamics.
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The result of these changing dynamics has been a change of empha-

sis in terms of what type of regionalism is occurring in South Ameri-

ca. Moving away from grand projects of integration, the region has

turned towards what Gardini recently termed at a seminar “modular

regionalism”, a “mix and match” approach to dealing with particular

issues which require cooperation or integration in response to speci-

fic problems. In fact, in relation to the European Union this has me-

ant, according to Gardini (2013), a “strong emphasis on business

links” since, as already shown, the EU continues to be seen as a “pri-

me market” for South American countries. Another example of this

“modular approach” has been the creation of the UNASUL Health

Council.

Within these dynamics, what is the role of the European Union as it

passes through its current crisis?

4. The European Union, Its

Crisis and the New

Dynamics of South

American Regionalism

In the text up to now I hope to have shown two things: First, it is clear

that the European Union has been seen as an example for – and been

admired as such – South American regionalism. Yet, historically,

none of the numerous regionalist schemes in South America have

come close to emulating the EU either economically or politically. In

fact, the vast majority of these schemes are not even regional in sco-

pe, instead representing overlapping sub-regional bodies with no at-

tempt being made at “region-building”. Thus, there has been a per-

manent discrepancy between rhetorical adherence to the EU, as an

example to be followed, and what has actually been achieved in prac-

tice.
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Secondly, it has also been shown that, even in this very limited sense,

the attractiveness of “model Europe” has suffered as a result of the

crisis which the European Union is currently experiencing. However,

the second part of this text has made clear that one cannot make a di-

rect link between the current problems of the European Union and

the crisis of South American regionalism. To do so would ignore the

multiple issues that need to be resolved between the countries of the

region quite independently of the involvement or otherwise of the

European Union. Rather, one could conclude, as did the EU official

interviewed, that the current EU crisis and the current crisis of South

American regionalism are an expression of a much deeper crisis of

multilateralism and regionalism in general, as was already stated

above.

However, this is not to say that the EU has not committed serious er-

rors in its dealings with South America as a region which – whilst

perhaps not directly contributing to the current crisis of regionalism

in that region – have certainly made it much more difficult for the Eu-

ropean Union to have a positive influence on the strengthening of

existing (or new) regionalist schemes.

The main criticism labeled at the EU is that it has simply not respon-

ded quickly or profoundly enough to the changing dynamics outlined

above or, where it has, for instance in focusing more on bilateral de-

als, that it has done so without explaining this to other regional part-

ners or, indeed, without the existence of a broader context and cohe-

rent agenda within which such a change of approach could be unders-

tood and explained.

In relation to the first point, Börzel and Risse (2009, p. 12) have ar-

gued that “the EU appears to have developed a ‘one-size-fits-all’ ap-

proach to promoting regional integration on a region-to-region basis

in South America.” Del Arenal (2009, p. 4) complains that “since the

mid-1990s, despite the decisive changes that have taken place, the
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EU has not modified its strategy for relations with Latin America sig-

nificantly”. Freres and Sanahuja (2006) simply attest that the current

EU approach is inappropriate for serving either Latin American inte-

rests or those of the EU. In fact, this has been an emerging theme in

the literature, with some arguing that the EU “lacks a strategy adap-

ted to the new realities” which can be explained by the fact that, in

many ways, Latin America is no longer considered a major develop-

ment priority for the EU and that, therefore, there is mutual disinte-

rest between the two parties (DEL ARENAL, 2009, p. 17).

However, such criticism may be a little bit unfair in its sweeping na-

ture. As briefly touched upon above, the EU has adjusted its appro-

ach, doing far less in terms of dealing with the multiple organizations

that exist and focusing far more on specific bi-lateral relations it con-

siders to be of most value, Brazil being the prime example, as Saraiva

(2013) has shown.

This change of focus, where accepted as fact, has drawn a different

type of criticism, namely the failure of the EU to explain its objecti-

ves and properly engage with the various stakeholders in the region.

As Picard et al. (2009) have shown in some detail, the change in tac-

tics by the EU has caused significant tensions both within the region

(between those negotiating bilaterally with the EU and those that do

not) and between the EU and some countries in the region. This, in

turn, has only made the resolution of the particular South American

crisis of regionalism more difficult.

This, in turn, leads us back to a much broader problem that the EU has

been facing (but not resolving) for some time and which, as Lehmann

(in a forthcoming publication) has shown, has directly contributed to

the particular economic and fiscal crisis which it is experiencing: the

lack of internal leadership and a subsequent failure to address the big,

strategic issues it faces. As Bittner (2010) has put it, the EU does “big

things too small and small things too big”, and it is here that we can
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find the “common ground” between the two regions and the two cri-

ses.

As shown throughout this text, the crisis of South American regiona-

lism is the result of a variety of interdependent factors across several

levels of analysis which have led to a pattern of multiple, overlap-

ping, sub-regional and duplicating schemes of regionalism which

lack an overarching theme, a “container” that can hold the project to-

gether. The same can be said about the current state of the European

Union which, even according to some of its most senior officials,

does not have an overall objective at the moment, other than “resol-

ving the crisis”, as one representative of the European Council put

it.
27

The EU is reactive rather than proactive, just as countries in

South America are in relation to regionalism. As such, rather than

creating problems in relation to regionalism either in Europe or

South America, the European crisis reinforces existing problems and

tendencies.

Bearing in mind all of these factors, what can the European Union ac-

tually do and what can its impact be on regionalism in South Ameri-

ca?

Apart from having a clear idea about its strategic aims, there should

first be an acknowledgement on the part of the EU of its own limits

and problems, and a related adjustment in expectations. Whatever

type of regionalism emerges in South America over time will not be

like the “European type”. In fact, the current tendency towards “mo-

dular regionalism” mentioned above only reinforces this point.

Equally, as the current crisis shows, that European type perhaps can –

and should – no longer be seen as the “ideal type”. In other words, the

EU should both adjust its expectations and show some humility in the

face of its own difficulties. In many ways the best the EU can hope for

is to incentivize changes of behavior from the key actors, encourage

experimentation in engagement through proposals which these ac-
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tors may consider “good enough to try”, as one observer put it to the

author, without, however, having any certainty of the outcome, both

in terms of the structures and interactions that may emerge and the

impact these may have on the problems being confronted.

Second, the focus of regionalism in South America is – and perhaps

has to be – different from that in Europe. As Seco (2011, p. 11) has

shown in relation to the EU’s efforts to promote region building in the

Andes, “projects with a more practical character have fared better”

than the promotion of grandiose schemes of political integration.

Since experience seems to have shown conclusively that the EU mo-

del cannot – and should not – be exported in its entirety to other regi-

ons, as Goldirova (2007) has argued, a move away from grand sche-

mes to practical – and realizable – projects would not only seem to be

the sensible thing to do but would actually serve the broader objective

stated above: incentivizing regional cooperation as a way of solving

practical problems. Regionalism therefore could become something

more “modular”, but with clearer practical benefits.

Thirdly, and particularly bearing in mind its own problems, the EU

ought to see its engagement in the region as a mutual learning pro-

cess. Reading the programs and schemes the EU has for Latin Ameri-

ca there seems remarkably little knowledge about the highly com-

plex developments and interactions going on within the region and

between it and other regions. As such, it would be very difficult for

the EU to respond to the particularities of both the region and each

country – each conflict – within it. The Latin American region is far

more complex – in a descriptive as well as a conceptual sense – than

the EU is at least publicly willing to admit. However, knowing what

and who one is dealing with is critical. From the country and regional

strategies that exist, there seems to me to be insufficient knowledge

of the differences that exist in the region across time and space and

the differences these make in terms of impacting on policy effective-

ness.
28
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None of the above, however, will have any impact if there is, at the

same time, no willingness on the part of the countries in the region to

engage both with the EU and, more critically, with each other. As

shown, there is a distinct lack of confidence between political leaders

in South America and not even the merest consensus about what

(sub-)regionalism is for. This crisis far pre-dates the European crisis

and needs to be resolved within the region itself. The influence the

EU can have over such a process is, it would seem to me, very limited

at the best of times. Acknowledging such fact would be a first step to-

wards trying to influence any emerging developments.

Conclusions

The principal argument presented in this article has been that the cri-

sis of the European Union has contributed – but did not cause – a pa-

rallel crisis of regionalism in South America. Whilst it is true to say

that the problems of the EU have made the organization less attracti-

ve as a “model” to be followed in South America, it has also been

shown that local regionalism was already facing formidable pro-

blems before the onset of this crisis, problems which have deepened

since.

Ironically, the problems confronted by both regions – whilst very dif-

ferent in their particular manifestations – are actually very similar in

their strategic causes. In both regions, the lack of strategic leadership

and agreement concerning the overall objectives of regionalism has

led to a situation where the necessary strategic decisions needed to

move the relevant regional schemes forward cannot be made.

Critically, however, the changing political and economic dynamics

of the South American region mean that the European Union has

very little influence over the direction regionalism can and will take

in the region. In fact, the major impact of its own crisis has been the

fact that this influence has diminished still further. As such, the major
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impetus for re-starting regionalism has to come from the South Ame-

rican countries themselves, something that looks unlikely at the mo-

ment due to a combination of both unresolved structural and strategic

questions as well as a number of particular current issues that some

countries in South America – as well as the region as a whole – are

confronting, over all of which the European Union would seem to

have very little sway. As such, the best that the EU can currently do is

resolve its own problems, incentivize, engage, learn and adapt to the

particular situation it confronts in South America.

Taken together, it seems that both regions are facing a general crisis

of regionalism which merely manifests itself in different forms over

time.

Notes

1. As one senior EU diplomat admitted in an interview with the author.

2. Time – and financial constraints have meant that interviews have so far been

possible only with Brazilian – or Brazil based – players. It is hoped that, as this

research is developed, a much broader empirical base can be developed.

3. For the 2012 trade figures, see: <http://www.wto.org/english/res_e/statis_

e/its2012_e/its2012_e.pdf>.

4. Interview with minister, June 2013.

5. Interview with senior representative of Brazilian industry in São Paulo,

June 2013.

6. Interview, June 2013.

7. Comment made to author during a seminar in 2012.

8. Remark made to the author during a seminar in 2012.

9. Interview, June 2013.
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10. For an overview of this first phase of South American regionalism, see

Nogués and Quintanilla (1994).

11. Interview, June 2013.

12. Interview, June 2013.

13. See, for instance, Almeida (2009).

14. See Exame (PARAGUAI..., 2012).

15. See, for instance, Cheibub et al. (2011).

16. See, for instance, Williamson (2009).

17. For an overview, see Smith (2007).

18. For one take on the ongoing changes, see Crandall (2011).

19. Interview, June 2013.

20. Remark made to the author during a seminar in 2012.

21. Interview, June 2013.

22. Interview, June 2013.

23. Interview, June 2013.

24. See Malamud (2012).

25. See The Economist (NOW…, 2013).

26. See Correio do Povo (CARTES..., 2013).

27. Remark made to author during a seminar in 2012.

28. See European Union (2009).
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Abstract

The Crisis of the European Union

and Its Impact on Regionalism in

Latin America

At the same time during which the European Union is passing through one

of the worst crises in its history, the attempts to promote regionalism in

South America are also beset by grave problems, with some commentators

suggesting that ‘regionalism is out, sovereignty back in’, in the words of

Andrés Malamud.

This article aims to respond to the question whether there is a connection

between the problems confronted in Europe and the difficulties here in the

region. In other words, what has been the impact of the European crisis on

the prospects for highly developed regionalism in South America.

Based on interviews with policy-makers and representatives of Brazilian

industry, as well as an analysis of the existing literature, the article argues

that, even though both have suffered as a consequence of the general global

political and economic trends – and both suffer from similar problems in

terms of their strategic thinking – the particularities of each case does not

allow for a direct causal link between the European and South American

case.
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